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PROTESTANT MISSIONARY ACTIVITY
AMONG THE NAVAJO, 1890-1912
MICHAEL

1.

EVEN

J.

WARNER

GRANT'S PEACE POLICY
AND EARLY MISSIONARY ACTIVITY

the Protestant churches have always had an historical concern for the welfare of American Indians which dates
back to the work of John Eliot and Thomas Mayhew in the seventeenth century, by the 1860'S it appeared to many government and
religious leaders that missionary organizations had retired from
evangelizing among the Indians. A federally appointed Peace Commission chided the churches in 1868 "for sending so much money
and so many men overseas to Asia and Africa while they neglected
the Indians."! In a surprising response to this criticism, the Presbyterian Monthly Record concurred with the Commission's conclusions, but the Record vigorously denied that its missions were "ill
founded." The report, nonetheless, had the desired effect of stinging
the "consciences of denominational officers."2 A strong movement
for Indian reform began, particularly by the Society of Friends and
the Protestant Episcopal Church. President Grant expressed genuine concern about the Indian problem, and, for the purpose of
Indian reform, he appointed General Ely S. Parker, a Seneca
sachem, as Commissioner of Indian Affairs. Furthermore, Grant
encouraged church representation on the Board of Indian Commissioners; but apparently none of the members were ever officially
nominated by the, churches and they soon drifted away from the
Board altogether. Lastly, Grant formuElted his so-called Quaker or
Peace Policy. Essentially, as Robert M. Utley has pointed out, the
Quaker PoliCY specifically referred to the practice of nominating
THOUGH
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appointees of religious bodies to the Commission, and the Peace
Policy referred to those general policies which eventually pacified
the Indians. 3 The Peace Policy, or scheme, as R. Pierce Beaver has
noted, was to be "the injection of a spiritual dynamic into the
process of civilizing the Indians, to be provided by the Christian
religion." To that end, the missionary societies were to nominate
and supervise Indian agents, and to expand and continue their
missionary work on the reservations. 4
The effect of the Peace Policy on the churches was electric, and
the growth in their missionary activities was dramatic. As an example, in 1870 the Methodist Episcopal Church had 9 missions,
5 churches, 8 missionaries, 27 native local preachers, 532 members,
177 probationers, and total expenditures of $3,54°. Seven years
later, the church had 22 missions, 17 churches, 20 missionaries,
41 local Indian preachers, 2,394 members, 532 probationers, but,
strangely, only $2,95° in expenditures. The Presbyterians, meanwhile, in 1870 had missions among the Omaha, Creek, Ottawa,
Chippewa, Seminole, and had recently established missions among
the Winnebago and the Navajo at Jewett, New Mexico. By 1882,
the year the Peace Policy was terminated, they had added missions
to the Seneca, Ojibway, Dakota, Nez Perce, Zuni, Ute, Jicarilla
Apache, Iowa, Sac, and three more designated to be established as
soon as the personnel could be found. Their expenditures for 1882
totaled $23,786. The growth of the Episcopalian missionary effort
was equally astounding. Between 1871 and 1882, that church
sent out eighty new missionaries, and in that same period twenty
Indians were made deacons and two of them eventually became
ordained priests. 5
The Peace Policy was terminated in 1882 by Secretary of Interior Henry M. Teller, who informed Dr. John M. Reid of the
Methodist Missionary Society: "I know no reason why government officials should be selected for one class of government employment by religious bodies and not for al1."6 Thus, according to
Beaver, active participation by mission boards in Indian affairs
ceased, and two and a half centuries of church-state cooperation
came to an end. Although the federal government continued to
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support church educational efforts on the reservations through the
contract-school system, after the dissolution of the partnership
Beaver claims that "there was a very evident slump in interest in
the Indians." Some of the larger boards continued and even expanded their work, but it is Beaver's opinion that "neither the
Indians nor the Indian missions were in the foreground of the
churches' interest."7 The revocation of the traditional close collaboration of church and state in Indian affairs was undoubtedly
grounded in Protestant fear of imagined Roman Catholic aims
"rather than fundamental theory." Although church interest in the
Indians was partially revived in the 1930'S, not until the 1950'S did
"the churches and their mission boards once more show a range of
concern about Indian affairs comparable to that of the 20 years
following the end of the Civil War." Even then, very few people
became intimately concerned about the cause of Indian missions
and Indian rights. s
In spite of th~ official dissolution of church-state cooperation,
the contract-school system was continued until 1901 when Congress failed to provide appropriations for the continuance of the
system, By that time most of the churches had already broken 'this
one remaining connection with the government, deciding that
"contract-schools were not good."9 The sole exception appeared to
be the Roman Catholic church.
Even with the retreat of the Protestant churches from close cooperation with the federal government, the government continued
to allot reservation lands to those missionary societies which expressed a desire to begin or expand their efforts with the Indians.
The Department of Interior could not grant title to the land on
the reservation, but the fifth section of the general allotment act of
1 887 did provide that if any religious organization had occupied
land prior to the act the Secretary of Interior could confirm that
occupancy, provided that it did not exceed 1 60 acres in anyone
tract. Commissioner of Indian Affairs Thomas J. Morgan, recommended that lands occupied by missionary societies since the date
of the act should be, by law, placed in the same status as those
occupied prior to the act. Morgan believed that "the work carried'
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on by the various religious denominations has been a very potent,
if not indispensable auxiliary in the efforts of this Bureau for the
elevation of the Indians." For that reason, he suggested that "those
working for the Christianization and education of the Indians
should be made to feel secure in the occupancy of the lands set apart
to them."lo
Despite Commissioner Morgan's recommendation, the problem
of legality of land titles remained a sore point among the missionaries. Several years after Morgan's report, Rev. F. A. Riggin, Superintendent of the Navajo Iridian Missions of the Methodist
Church, said: "I am afraid that the Church will consider the uncertainty of title a very serious obstruction to permanent work
among the Navajo, and unless it can be assured of more favorable
opportunities will fail to prosecute the vigorous work it contemplated."ll Even with the uncertainties, the churches continued to
petition for allotments and the government continued to grant
them.
Notwithstanding the repudiation of the Peace Policy and the
cancellation of the contract-school system, it is altogether untrue
that the mission societies lost complete interest in the Indians. Certainly they were discouraged and certainly they had short periods
of retrenchment, but beginning in 189 I they moved out into the
Indian fields again, with or without the help of the government,
haphazardly at first and vigorously after 190 I. The course of establishment and expansion of missionary activity to the Navajo from
1890 to the end of 1912 convincingly substantiates the point that
Protestant concern for the welfare of the Indians had not languished.
The Baptists inaugurated Protestant missionary work among the
Indians in New Mexico with the efforts of Rev. and Mrs. Samuel
Gorman at Laguna Pueblo. In 1852, the same year that the Gormans initiated evangelism among the Laguna, Mrs. Harriet Bidwell Shaw, wife of Rev. John M. Shaw, chaplain at Fort Defiance,
proposed: "We think now is the time to introduce the Gospel
among the Navajo." Mrs. Shaw attempted the exceedingly difficult task of learning Navajo, but, even though the moment seemed
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propitious, her work was discontinued in 1855 fora variety of reasons, primarily financia1. 12
The next figure on the religious scene in New Mexico was the almost legendary, indefatigable Methodist missionary, Rev. Thomas
Harwood. Upon arriving in 1869 and inquiring of Rev. J. L. Dyer
where his field would be, he was told:
Get your pony shod, then start out northward via Fort Union, Ocate,
Elizabethtown, Cimarron, Vermejo and Red River until you meet a
Methodist preacher coming this way, then come back on some other
road and rest up a little; thence go south via Las Vegas, etc. until you
meet another Methodist preacher coming this way;· thence home
again and rest a little; thence westwa~d and eastward until you meet
other Methodist preachers coming this way. All this will be your
work. 13

Dyer's description of Harwood's field, although not including the
area then occupied by the'Navajo, pointedly illustrates one of the
problems early missionaries to Arizona and New Mexico encountered. Dyer himself, who at that time was Presiding Elder of the
Santa Fe District of the Colorado Conference, visited Fort Defiance in March 1870' He held three services for soldiers and interested Indians, and then returned to Santa Fe. Though nothing
resulted from Dyer's visit, the Arizona Mission of the Methodist
Church resolved that evangelical work among the Indians was
urgent and of the utmost importance. 14
Dyer's visit was a response to information that the Presbyterians
had been interested in the Navajo and had actually begun work
there. Charity Ann Gaston who had been laboring among the Indians in Indian Territory, arrived in Santa Fe in the late 1860'S
and shortly thereafter moved to Fort Defiance to teach among the
Navajo. Miss Gaston's schoolwork was primarily secular in nature,
since she taught at the government school. Shortly afterwards, she
married Dr. John Menaul, another legendary figure in New Mexico ecclesiastical history, and moved with him to Lag)-lna Pueblo.
The Presbyterians had also sent either the Reverend Mr. Roberts
or a Reverend Mr. Donaldson to pioneer and assist Miss Gaston at
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Fort Defiance. In this same period, the Presbyterians established
a small mission at Jewett (1868), which was later expanded to
include a school and which continued to operate until 1912 when
it was moved to Ganado, Arizona. 15 After these incipient efforts it
appeared that some baneful malaise had affected the missionary
boards, and their work among the Navajo and other tribes ground
to a virtual halt. No doubt it was a result of the suspension of the
Peace Policy and the fact that the government no longer offered
any incentive to the missionary groups.
II.

MISSIONARY ACTIVITY, 1890-1901

THE NEED for missionaries among the Navajo was deeply felt by
the Indian agents located on the reservation. Most of them, in fact,
considered the need urgent. C. E. Vandever, Agent for the Navajo,
declared in 1890 that "the Navajo was entirely devoid of any
religious instruction, and from what I can learn he has never had
any." Vandever mentioned that two missionaries, one Methodist
and a woman from eastern New Mexico, had arrived at the agency,
worked for several months each, and then both were compelled to
leave the field for the want of financial assistance. "These," Vandever noted, "are all the efforts which have been made to Christianize this tribe within the past year." Agent Vandever also agreed
with Commissioner Morgan's opinion that missionaries were excellent auxiliaries to the government, but it appeared to him that "the
various denominations prefer to send their missionaries and money
abroad, while the American aborigine is left in total darkness on
the borders of nineteen-century civilization." "Good missionary
work," Vandever said, "would greatly assist the work of civilization
which is being done by the Government."16 Although Vandever
was merely echoing the same complaint made by the 1868 Peace
Commission, that the Protestant churches were once again neglecting the American Indian in favor of the African and Asian, it
seems more likely that the greatest obstacle to more intensive missionary activity was, as he himself indicated, a lack of financial resources.
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The Methodists, as Vandever's report suggests, were the first to
re-enter the N avajo mission field. By 1890 they had already been
granted four hundred acres on the reservation, and in that same
year Rev. T. 1. Wiltsee established a mission at Fort Defiance
"with a generous appropriation." Referring to his new field, Wiltsee forlornly reported back to the New Mexico Methodist Mission
that "though surrounded by Christians on all sides, yet for long
years nothing has been done for their [the Navajo's] salvation."
Then, demonstrating his Christian responsibility, Wiltsee revealed
that "during the past few months the salvation of the tribe has
been upon my heart."17
Also in 1890, the government granted the Woman's National
Indian Association, an interdenominational organization, 16o acres
in the vicinity of Two Gray Hills, New Mexico. The following year,
the new Agent, David 1. Shipley, reported with great satisfaction
that the Methodists were erecting a parsonage and a church (apparently at the agency) and that the Ladies Home Missionary
Society of New'York had selected "sufficient land on the San Juan
to build both a church and a parsonage for the Navajo."ls
From 1890 to 1897 the Methodists performed the principal
missionary and evangelical work on the Navajo reservation. Rev.
F. A. Riggin, who replaced Wiltsee as Superintendent, observed
on his arrival: "No heathen country of which I read is more heathenish than these Navajo." Furthermore he remarked that "their
rites, ceremonies, and all their worship show them to be entirely
ignorant of God, and the light that comes from Christianity."19
Riggin reported to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs in 1 893
that the Methodist Church had appropriated $4,000 for a school
. and church at the agency. Mrs. Eldridge, who had joined in the
Methodist effort at San Juan, estimated in the same year that her
expenses had run between $1,000 to $2,000. 20
In regard to the work of Mrs. Eldridge, Acting Indian Agent E.
H. Plummer effusively praised her efforts as being "excellent
work." He generously noted that she cared for the sick and assisted
"the Indians in every possible way." In one instance Mrs. Eldridge
saved the life of a Navajo woman who had been given up to die
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by Indian medicine men. Plummer concluded that "the benefits of
her work are evident in many ways" and that "some of the most
desperate characters of the tribe who have come under her influence have developed into steady, hard-working men." Several
years later, Agent Constant Williams also commented on Mrs.
Eldridge's good work, adding that "the material as well as the spiritual wants of the Indians have been attended to." Mrs. Eldridge,
being a little more modest about her own efforts, commented only
that "looking back three years I· can but feel greatly encouraged,
although the Indians here are very poor." Her greatest need, she
said, was for a "Christian Navajo as interpreter." In spite of Mrs.
Eldridge's success in the San Juan region, the mission at the agency
was abandoned owing to the poor health of the missionary there,
but both the Agent and the Methodist Church hoped this setback
would be only temporary.21
Part of the land set aside for the Methodists at the agency in
189 I (probably the mission abandoned by them) was surrendered
to the Board of Heathen Missions of the Holland Christian Reformed Church of America. Within the next few years, Rev. Herman Fryling and Rev. James DeGroot set up a Christian Reformed
mission at the agency. The two men, according to Agent G. W.
Hayzlett, were ". . . doing all that any people can do for the Indians." By I 900 Fryling and DeGroot succeeded in establishing
an outstation at Tohatchi, site of the gov~rnment's Little Water
Day School, with DeGroot handling the responsibilities there and
Fryling acting as superintendent. 22
The Protestant Episcopal Church, although not as active as the
Methodists or the Christian Reformed Church in the Navajo area,
began planning in 1894 to share in the responsibility for the wel- "
fare of the Navajo. To fulfill their moral accountability, the
Woman's Auxiliary of the Episcopal Church, under the instigation
of Bishop John M. Kendrick, sent Miss Eliza Thackara to organize
the establishing of a hospital at Fort Defiance. Although Good
Shepherd Hospital did not formally admit patients until March
1897, Agent Williams remarked that the hospital, when completed,
"would be admirably adapted for its purpose." In the meantime,
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Williams said, "Miss Thackera [sic] has done much good in mission
work and in nursing and otherwise caring for the sick during the
year."23
In addition to Good Shepherd Hospital, the Woman's Indian
Association of New Jersey received 16o acres on the Moqui, or
Hopi, reservation, which also served a number of Navajo. Actual
evangelizing, however, was confined by 19°° to the Christian Reformed efforts at Fort Defiance and Tohatchi, and to Mrs. Eldridge at San Juan (she also superintended the work at Two Gray
Hills). Missionary work with the Navajo in this period (189°190 I), then, obviously incipient and haphazard, was far from extensive and pervasive. In 190 I Agent Hayzlett ruefully observed
that the few missionaries present on the reservation were ". . .
doing all they can and as well as anyone could do, but their converts have not yet materialized."24 In spite of the fact that I 90 I
was the year that the federal government dissolved the contractschool system with the assent of the Protestant churches, the year
signalled a marked increase in missionary activity among the Navajo, demonstrating again the unceasing solicitude of the Protestant sects for the welfare of the Indians. In the meantirne, the
Catholics, too, had rejoined the struggle to bring Christianity to the
Navajo. In 1898 the Franciscan order established St. Michael's
at La Cienega, eight miles south of Fort Defiance and, at that time,
off the reservation. 25 .
III.

MISSIONARY ACTIVITY, 1901-1912

WITHIN the next two years, 19°0-19°2, the Presbyterians reentered the field, establishing a mission at Ganado; the Gospel
Missionary Union of Kansas City, Missouri, inaugurated a small
mission at Tuba City in the recently formed Western Navajo
School and Reservation (July I, 190 I); the Baptists also re-entered
the field, taking over the work of the Woman's National Indian
Association at Two Gray Hills; and an independent, non-denominational mission was begun at Tolchaco by W. R. Johnston of
Flagstaff, Arizona. Besides those just mentioned, the ea~lier mis-
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sions of the Christian Reformed Church, the Episcopal Church,
and the Methodists (with the exception of their mission at the
agency) continued to operate and experienced moderate expansion.
By the end of 19 I 2 these missions were joined by other groups,
including the Faith Mission at Aneth, Utah, the Mennonites at
Tuba City, and the Mormons.
The unofficial policy of the government towards the missionaries
changed little in the interim. Generally, the Indian Agents and
the Indian Commissioners lavished praise on their work and efforts,
as the following statement indicates:
The most valuable adjunct of the Government work of civilizing the
Indian is the missionary and education work of the various bodies of
Christians who maintain schools and churches in the Indian country.
. . . The God-fearing, earnest, and sincere mission teacher is an immense power for good in uplifting the Indian race, developing the
spiritual nature of its people, and making sober, religious men and
women. 26

Towards the goal of Christianizing the Indian, the government
granted the Catholic Church 160 acres in Chinle Valley, four acres
to the Woman's National Indian Association at Tuba City, and
the use of a building, orchard, and garden to the Gospel Missionary Union in Tuba City, all in 1903. In the subsequent nine years,
similar grants were made to the "Mission to the Navajo Indians"
(an interdenominational group) on the Moqui reservation, eighty
acres to the Presbyterians in Ganado, forty acres to the Baptists in
the eastern part of the reservation (presumably, Two Gray Hills),
half an acre to the Mennonites in the western section, five acres to
Johnston's Tolchaco Mission, and an additional forty acres to
Johnston in 19 I 2. 27
Of the early groups involved in the missionary activity to the
Navajo, the Methodist Church experienced only slight growth.
Their only mission in this period was the school at San Juan, near
Farmington, and the school's enrollment increased slightly from
fourteen to thirty-seven in 1912.28
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The Baptists, as previously mentioned, renewed their interest in
Indian salvation and entered the field again at Two Gray Hills, after
a long period of neglect and indifference. This area, which was previously held by the Woman's National Indian Association and superintended by the Methodists at San Juan, was directed by Rev.
and Mrs. R. B. Wright, who arrived in 190 I. After five years of endeavor there, the Wrights returned to Indiana, and the field was
then taken over by the Christian Reformed Church. 29 Baptist reluctance to work with the Navajo is difficult to understand, but David
H. Stratton in his work on the New Mexico Baptists has offered a
partial, albeit a highly disconcerting, explanation. According to
Stratton, when the Baptists returned to missionary work in New
Mexico in the 1880'S they". . . instinctively concentrated their
activities among the Anglo-Americans . . . and the basis of Baptist
strength in New Mexico today is the Anglo-American population,
not the Spanish-American and Indians to whom the early Baptist .
missionaries came to preach the gospel."3() .
Besides the acquisition of a new field, the Christian Reformed
Church maintained its missions at Fort Defiance and Tohatch.i.
Describing his activities at Fort Defiance, Fryling commented that
they consisted of
visiting Indian hogans on the reservation; speaking to the Indians,
wherever I met them about religion; giving advice in matters of all
kinds, which they sometimes would require of me; visiting the sick,
which I always gladly did. 3 !

In Fryling's candid opinion, "the change of the Navaho for the better is remarkable" and "their inclination has been in many respects
toward civilization." Besides his described activities, Fryling conducted Bible classes for Navajo children at the government school
at Fort Defiance.
However, even with Fryling's energetic efforts to get the Navajo
interested in Christianity, only seven Navajo had been converted
to the Reformed Church by 1903. In regard to this poor showing
of Navajo proselytes, Agent Hayzlett caustically observed:
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From the report of the latter [Fryling] it would be inferred that he
has made but little progress. He does not seem to have the tact to
interest the children and get them to take in the idea of his subjects.
It requires a very broad mind, one that is practical, to make the best
impression on these people. 32

Whatever the source for Hayzlett's unflattering comment, the remark apparently caused, or was caused by, some grievous misunderstanding between Reformed missionaries and government officials at Fort Defiance.
In that same year, 1903, the Christian Reformed Church decided to move its Fort Defiance mission off the reservation. They
purchased a squatter's claim six miles east of Gallup, New Mexico,
and there founded the first Christian Reformed Mission Boarding
School for Navajo children. Explaining the move, Christian Reformed historian Rev. J. Dolfin has stated: "Mindful of the encroachments upon our privileges and liberties endured at Fort Defiance, this infant institution was christened 'Rehoboth' ('the Lord
hath made room')."33 Whatever the restraints and "encroachments"
at Fort Defiance, the Rehoboth school flourished without them. 34
The Episcopal Church, meantime, steadfastly maintained Good
Shepherd Hospital near Fort Defiance. Praise for their work, particularly in the early difficult days, was effusive. Agent Reuben
Perry happily pointed out that the hospital and its staff had done
"excellent work during the year." Perry further noted that "they
had received and treated a good many cases, and a number of surgical operations have been performed, usually with good results." In
a more depressing vein, however, Dr. A. M. Wigglesworth of the
hospital staff dishearteningly declared that "more hospitals could
be utilized with immense benefit."35 Miss Thackara also received
deserved approbation for her efforts, particularly for her care of
trachoma patients. Commenting on Miss Thackara's selfless attitude, Jerry Wallace claimed that "because of her skillful and devoted work, and the affection in which Navajos held her, [she]
has become almost a legend."36 Aside from Good Shepherd Hospital, the Episcopalians attempted no new missionary ventures
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among the Navajo until 1917 when they established the San Juan
Indian Mission across the river from Farmington, New Mexico. 37
Mention has already been made of W. R. Johnston and his Independent Mission (sometimes called "Mission to the Navajo")
at Tolchaco, Arizona. Johnston had moved his family to the Navajo
country in February 1900 to a suitable site for his mission, about
ten miles northwest of present-day Leupp. Johnston's career as a
missionary illustrates the zealous and unselfish concern for Indian
rights that characterized the majority of missionaries. On his first
visit to the area, 1899, he had become involved in a dispute between the Navajo and nearby white settlers. Acting as mediator,
he attempted to bring about an amicable solution to the dispute.
In another instance, acting on his own and in behalf of the Navajo
living in the Leupp area, he travelled to Washington to appeal to
President Theodore Roosevelt to extend the Navajo reservation to
include this area, which was done by executive order. While in
Washington, Johnston persuaded influential friends to secure a
congressional appropriation of $5,000 to build a dam and irrigation
system in the vicinity of T olchaco. 38
When it came to evangelizing among the Navajo, however,
Johnston's task proved to be difficult, slow, and uncertain. According to his son, Philip, "the Indians were fully as dogmatic in their
own fa~th as the missionaries were in theirs."39 Johnston himself,
in his first report as "Farmer in Charge of Navaho on Extension,"
a government position, lamented: "Of the 89 families mentioned
in the statistical report herewith there are eight polygamists." Besides that dispiriting fact, he also reported that only 13 of the 225
children in the area attended government schools. 40 To amend the
pitiful educational situation, Johnston, with the aid of his wife,
opened a small mission school in 1906. The school's enrollment in
that year was small indeed, having only seven children in attendance. Yet, despite the small size of the school, the new Special
Disbursing Agent for the Extension, Joseph Maxwell, thought
that the pupils had made "splendid progress" and considered Mrs.
Johnston "very efficient and thoro [sic] in her work." The school,
along with the mission, experienced minimal expansion within the
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next six years. In 1912 the mission was taken over by the Presbyterians, with Johnston accepting a post with them at their outstation
at Indian Wells. Finally, the Board of Home Missions of the Presbyterian Church abandoned the T olchaco mission in early 19 I 9,
and the buildings were dismantled. 41
Little is known about the activities of the other, smaller missionary organizations, particularly the Faith Mission at Aneth, the
Mennonites, the Woman's National Indian Association, and the
Gospel Missionary Union at Tuba City. However, in reference to
the latter two, the Superintendent of the Western Navajo School,
Milton J. Needham, expressed deep admiration for them and their
work, saying "they are a band of conscientious laborers and are, I
believe, doing a great deal of good work." Apparently the "good
work" was futile, for three years later the new Superintendent,
Matthew Murphy, gloomily reported: "The morals of these Indians are at a low ebb; there is practically no sentiment against any
of the common vices of gambling, drinking, and immorality."42
IV.

PRESBYTERIAN ACTIVITY, 1901-1912

THE MOST energetic and successful of all missionary groups to
enter the Navajo field after 1900 were the Presbyterians. Early
Presbyterian efforts, like those of all the other denominations, had
suffered from the usual debilitating insufficiency of funds, the
termination of the Peace Policy, and the lack of available missionaries. Again, like those of the other sects, Presbyterian efforts at
Fort Defiance had come to a virtual standstill, although they did
retain a mission at Jewett, New Mexico. Even here the Synod of
New Mexico was experiencing problems, especially in keeping
missionaries in the field. Although the Synod's Committee of
Home Missions considered the area "the most promising part of
New Mexico," the missionary working there, Rev. Hugh J. Furneaux, "had been obliged to abandon work."43 This was a problem
that constantly faced all mission boards; most often abandoning a
field was due to accumulative frustration resulting from the in-
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hospitable terrain, ennui, linguistic barriers, Indian hostility,
money shortages, and other factors.
The official opinion of the Presbyterian Board of Home Missions was that the government was doing all that it could towards
the goal of final abs~rption of the Indians "into the great body of
our nation." Yet, there were llmitations and, in the Board's opinion
that training is one-sided and defective which fails to take into account the moral and spiritual susceptibilities and must be supplemented by the messenger of the cross. The evangelical Christians are
not fully discharging their responsibility for the Indians of our
country. Our church has done much, but there is more to do. Scores
of tribes as susceptible as those we have taught are still without the
GospeL44

The Navajo were one of those tribes who did not have a Presbyterian mission on their reservation at the time of the above report,
18 9 6 .
To remedy the situation, the 1900 Synod urged the commencement of work among the Navajo and Pueblo. For that purpose, a
small expedition was organized to find a suitable site for a mission
somewhere near Fort Defiance. Early in the spring of 19°1 the
little expedition set out from Tolchaco, "faced the wind and driving dust storm," and headed fQr Fort Defiance. "Like Abraham of
old," Dr. Thomas C. Moffat related, "we went, not knowing where
the call of God was leading for the planting of the Presbyterian
Mission Center in Arizona." With the help and advice of Lorenzo
Hubbell, a Catholic who had been anxious to see a mission established in his area, the expedition's members selected a site not far
from his trading post. Reflecting back on the expedition and the
mission's e,arly days, W. R. Johnston commented: "Those were
hard, pioneering days, but God has watered the seed and we are all
thankful for Ganado and all that the Lord has done and is doing
there,"45
The Board of Home l\!Iissions chose Rev. Charles Bierkemper
for the job, and in early fall' 19°1 he arrived at the new post. In
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the first few months, Bierkemper restricted himself, as he himself
stated, to "getting acquainted with the situation, meeting the Indians in their homes, seeking an interpreter and holding services
among them wherever I could.", Until Bierkemper's fortunate
marriage to an experienced teacher late in 190 I, he was unable to
begin educational instruction to the Navajo, outside of Sunday
School. Once Mrs. Bierkemper opened her small day school in the
dining room of Hubbell's house, "the children were anxious to
come and some walked a long way," according to the Reverend
Mr. Bierkemper. 46 To the Synodical Missionary of New Mexico,
Rev. R. M. Craig, the school was a "marked success," a.nd he further hoped that a regular school would soon be established there
or at Cornfields. 47 Besides religious and secular instruction, Mrs.
Bierkemper taught Navajo women the practical art of using a sewing machine. The Ganado school continued to have notable expansion up to 19 I 2 and beyond. In 1912 the school at Jewett was
transferred to Ganado, which, consequently, began to diversify its
program and to include more grades. 48
One of the more difficult problems confronting Bierkemper was
the always perplexing question of how to meet the medical needs
of the Navajo. Rather early in his stay at Ganado, Bierkemper
recognized the need for a doctor since the nearest one was at Fort
Defiance, thirty-five miles away. However, the matter did not receive "earnest consideration" by the board, "not because of lack
of interest, but because the new mission was asking too much for
a new field." The first doctor to arrive stayed only for a short while
because he soon "became discouraged at the unfavorable outlook
in medical work in the community." Dr. James D. Kennedy arrived
in that same year, 1908, but, unlike his predecessor, he was not
discouraged by the unfavorable outlook. "No time was too cold, too
warm or too late, and no distance was too great for him to attend
the sick," as one of his coworkers, a daughter of Lorenzo Hubbell,
Mrs. Barbara Goodman, recollected. She continued, "many times
he walked ten or twelve miles when a horse was not available."49
Kennedy, on the other hand, simply noted that "sometimes epidemics of measles, grippe, or influenza, typhoid fever, whooping
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cough, chicken pox, mumps and rarely small pox, would give us
extra work to do."50 The Synodical Missionary, Rev. John R. Gass,
was of course exhilarated by the small gains made by Dr. Kennedy.
In Gass' 1908 report to the Synod he spoke optimistically of setting up another mission, "with a medical department attached," in
the Lukachukai Mountains. However, nothing came of that and
the Ganado Hospital, in effect, remained little more than an infirmary for the mission school until 1927.51
Of all the many problems confronting the Presbyterians, including the perplexing social and cultural differences, the most
persistent and frustrating were the almost insurmountable difficulties and complexities posed by the Navajo language. Admittedly,
there was a vast gulf created by the social and cultural differences,
but, for a considerable time, the Navajo language itself was also a
serious obstacle to effective evangelism and proselytism. These last
two were, of course, the primary purposes of all missionary centers,
and in this respect the Reverend Mr. Bierkemper and the Presbyterians were no more successful than any other missionary group.
Though not as successful as he might have hoped he would be,
Bierkemper considered his work as the foundation, or as he said,
merely "breaking the ground" for future work. He noted that the
work ". . . was trying, difficult, and severe, yet it was enjoyable,"
and the Synod was fully cognizant and appreciative of his strenuous efforts. Two years after the founding of Ganado, the Reverend Mr. Craig reported that the Sunday Schools had an average
attendance of forty-five, that "the people are heginning to show
a deep interest, and almost every Sunday questions are being
asked." In 1905 Craig again reported: "Mr. Bierkemper continues
his work among the Navajos and evidences are not wanting of the
influences of the Gospel in the lives of individuals at Ganado."52
But it does not seem likely that Bierkemper was able to convert
many Navajo, since in 1912 there were only 508 professing Christians among over 20,000 Navajo living on the main reservation.53
To extend their area of activity, in 1906 the Board of Home
Missions established missions at Fort Defiance and Tuba City, in
addition to Ganado and Jewett. The Navajo language, however,
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still proved to be a stubborn obstacle to adequate communication,
as the 1906 Synod pointed out:
This most interesting tribe [the Navajo] is difficult to reach with the
Gospel. Their language is almost a chinese puzzle, and is a great barrier to the missionaries, but they are surely, if slowly, mastering it.
Brothers Bierkemper, Brodhead, Black and Butler have mountains of
difficulty to surmount, but they are holding on with a tenacity of
faith and perseverance that is most admirable. 54

The Presbyterian effort to overcome linguistic difficulties had been
preceded by that of other missionaries, most notably the Franciscans at St. Michael's and Rev. Leonard Brink at Tohatchi. 55
At a summer conference held in Flagstaff in 19°9, the Synod's
committee on translation demonstrated to a "large audience" the
practicality and efficacy of their "herculean task" of translating the
Bible into Navajo. Finally in 1910, the Reverend Mr. Black completed the translation of Mark, which proved "a most effective instrument for spreading the truth," and he immediately began
translating Genesis. 56
At the end of 1912 the Presbyterians operated missions at T 01chaco (which they acquired that year), Indian Wells, Tuba City,
Fort Defiance, Ganado, and transferred the Jewett school to Ganado. They continued the Jewett mission and, furthermore, established another small mission in the Teec Nos Pos country. Within
the next few decades, the Board established other outstations from
Ganado at Wide Ruin, Kinlichi, Nazlini, Steamboat, Tselani, and
Cornfields. The year 1912 also marked the retirement of Rev.
Black and Rev. and Mrs. Bierkemper. 57
V.

EPILOGUE

PROTESTANT AND CATHOLIC missionary activity to the Navajo constituted one of the earliest attempts by the Anglo-American population of this country to introduce these Indians to the American
way of life. Like all human organizations, especially those with in-
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stitutionalized bureaucracies, the missionary groups involved have
made numerous mistakes, but they have not been as frequent nor
as grievous as those of the government. Their most reproachable
error was too close cooperation with the government, or, actually,
being in essential agreement with governmental Indian policies.
Although relations in the field often ranged from close cooperation
to hostility, generally there was a certain reciprocity between the
ideas and policies of Indian Agents and missionaries. The Agents,
in particular, felt that the missionaries could implement the government's goal of assimilating the Indian "into the great body of our
nation," and aid in making "sober, religious men and women" out
of the Indians; the missionaries were, in fact, according to the Indian Commissioner in 1903, a "valuable adjunct of the Government work of civilizing the Indian."
The government patronized a form of evangelism that was in
tune with the bastard form of Darwinian philosophy that obsessed
those people with imperial ambitions and those desiring to fulfill
their white man's duty by bringing the Gospel to the world's aborigines. This form of evangelism tends to become ". . . intolerant of racial heritage and tends to adopt the method of thoughtless
imposition of creedal regulations upon others."58 Unfortunately,
this old evangelistic, apocalyptic type of Christian missionary is still
active and far too numerous. As recently as 1955, anthropologist
Robert Rapoport recorded the following statement made by a missionary of the "Galilean Church" (a fictional name) to the Rimrock Navajo:
The only way the Navajos will get anY'iVhere is if they get away from
those old customs. . . . At those yeibichais and ceremonials where
they pass those masks around, they spread t.b., trachoma, and all kinds
of terrible diseases. 59

This "Galilean" missionary's thinking-he also felt that the Navajo
had to change 'their ways- was permeated with the same sort of
ideas that obsessed many of the earlier missionaries and Agents to
the Navajo. Thoughtful missionaries now include in their work
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all the rapidly changing concepts of modern sociological thought,
with its emphasis on v:ariable human needs. These missionaries
have finally realized that there exists an "intimate relationship of
health, economics, homes and recreation to the spiritual welfare of
individuals and community."60
In spite of all their shortcomings, mistakes, and their zealousness
for proselytism, the missionaries to the Navajo had one inherent
advantage over all other groups involved in working with the Indians. That is, their avowed purpose was to help the people whom
they served, although it is true that this lofty goal was tied to their
desire to gain more converts to their religion. However, their devotion to the cause and their probity was unquestionable, and their
work is almost legendary.
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